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SOCIAL NONSENSE
Creative Diversions for Two or More Players - Anytime, Anywhere
By Doug Shaw

This book is dedicated to
Gretta Berghammer who, when I asked her
what she was doing with her career, ended her
answer with, “Shall I deal you in?”

"Doug Shaw's Social Nonsense is brilliant. Okay...maybe brilliant is an
overused word. So it's "bright." No...actually it IS brilliant. Because
brilliant means he's taken something simple and made it bright. That's
what improv is all about. The reward then comes from us as we play. And
learn. And teach. And laugh. And think. And listen. You know...when
we are brilliant."
— Gary Kroeger: Former Writer / Actor, Saturday Night Live,
CEO Outlier Creative Solutions.

"I have many memories of being in different places with Doug Shaw:
Restaurants, cars, weddings, comedy shows, email chains, classrooms,
business meetings, front porches, back porches, side porches, and watching
Star Wars premieres at midnight. I have never been bored. Doug has
a unique gift to bring an honest, unpretentious, joyful sense of play
everywhere he goes. Now, he went and put it in a book. Enjoy!"
— Joseph Scrimshaw: Comedian, Writer and Variety show host

"Dr. Doug Shaw’s book allows people to unplug from their devices
and reconnect with friends and family. This opportunity to engage in
interactive, creative experiences is the perfect antidote to our society’s
obsession with screens and social media. The book is not only fun, but also
promotes mental health and wellness."
— Dr. Jenna Z. Berendzen, Psychiatric Mental Health
Nurse Practitioner

Photo by Adam Iverson.

In our early middle age or exceedingly late teens, Dr. Doug Shaw and I
were part of a remarkable group of people known as The Impossibles.
Along with our pals we improvised stories and games for a lovely crowd one
weekend a month for five years. It was delightful, and part of the delight
was that it was fun we made ourselves. We crafted it and wielded it for the
enjoyment of people like us, and then after the show we gathered together
and laughed ourselves even sillier.
There is mild contempt in the world at large for people who can entertain
themselves. In truth we are the luckiest. We never have to make boring
small talk, we always have something richer to indulge in.
In this small collection from various sources, Dr. Doug has gathered for
you a bouquet of ways to disappear the minutes between ordering and
food arriving, to shrink the distance of a road trip, or to brighten the space
between dessert and bedtime.
The most pleasant side effect is that playing together draws us closer. If we
can laugh together, we can do most anything together.
Prepare to be delightful and delighted!
xoxo
Jill Bernard
June 2019
writing from a plane in the sky
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This is the paragraph where I make you discontent with the
way you and your friends socialize, to make you desperate
to apply the solution I am going to teach you in this book.
I’m not up for that. I’m not here to fix a problem, I’m here
to enhance your good times together, to make them even
more fun and creative.
You and your friends will share a deeper bond, and maybe
even change your self-images a bit, seeing yourselves as
more complex, artistic, and inventive than you do now. It is
time to transition to boldface questions and answers, so you
feel like part of a conversation, even though I’m in complete
control of what you are going to say.

So what exactly will we be doing?
You and your friends are going to be creating art when you have a few extra
minutes, like after you’ve ordered at a restaurant and are waiting for your food.
Or when everyone is chilling in your living room or dorm room and it’s time
for the Next Thing to happen. These activities will be fun even for people
who never thought of themselves as “creative” and normally don’t do this sort
of thing. You’ll have a laugh, feel satisfaction out of proportion to what you
actually did, and you’ll all want to do it again the next time you get together.
What kind of art?
Writing, drawing, and storytelling.
I’m eager to start, but possibly not, depending on who I am.
Tell you what: read through the first couple and try one at your next gathering.
I’m confident you will want to try more once you see what happens.
What materials do I need?
A pen or pens. Colors are nice if you have them, because colors are always nice
if you have them. No pencils – you don’t want anybody erasing anything. Paper
will be required, but you can always ask for some scrap paper from your host,
or a kiddie menu at the restaurant, or anything else that people won’t mind you
writing on. A few of the games will require a stopwatch – you have an app for
that on your phone.
Isn’t this evocative of techniques and games used in the
Surrealist movement in early 1920s Europe?
Yes. They didn’t do it at restaurants, though. So this is like hanging out with
Salvador Dalí, Guillaume Apollinaire, Max Ernst, Joan Miró, and René
Magritte, except that afterwards someone brings you an omelet, or pizza, or
chocolate cake[*].
Is the fun we will be having actually a way of practicing flow and
Zen Mindfulness?
That would be telling.

[*] Okay – I can’t resist talking about the Surrealists. They were visual artists, musicians,
and writers who chose to bypass Rational Thought to try to access the unconscious
directly. They were into Mindfulness before it was cool. They all had their favorite
obsessions and imagery, but their works had a dreamlike quality in common. And they
got together, talked pretentiously, and played writing, art, and storytelling games, like the
ones in this book!

I’ve never done this before. Do I need any special sort of
certification or license to be able to initiate/lead these
activities?
Unfortunately, you do. Fortunately, the licensure process is easy. Sign the form
on the next page and you are officially an official Social Nonsense official
facilitator/celebrant. To make it even more official, drip a bit of candle wax on
the form and press something onto it to make a seal.
A printable copy of the license is on the website:
www.socialnonsensegames.com.com/extras
What if my group does something really, truly, amazing?
Take a picture and share it with me! Seriously, I would LOVE to see it!
Here’s where you can find me and share:
• On the web: www.socialnonsensegames.com
• Email: doug@socialnonsensegames.com
• Twitter: socialnonsense1
• Facebook: @SocialNonsenseGames
• Instagram: socialnonsensegames
Now the fun begins!
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EXQUISITE
CORPSE
// Sentence Level

Perfect for friends who don't
normally do this sort of thing

Level One
Writing

I’m putting this game first because it is the least
threatening of them all. You can get all sorts of
people to play this game: grownups, teenagers,
the artsy, the phlegmatic, those whose bellies
have stars, and those with none upon thars.
Everyone winds up laughing at the end. Do this a
few times and they may start asking, “What else
you got?”
Its name comes from “The exquisite corpse shall
drink the new wine” which occurred the first time
the Surrealists played this game in the early
1900s, with slightly different rules than we have
here.
Adapted from the classic game.
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Player One writes the first sentence of a story on the top of a piece of paper
and passes it to the right. Player Two writes the second sentence, and folds the
paper back, so only her sentence is visible. Player Three continues the process,
writing sentence #3, and folding the paper so only his sentence can be seen.
The final player, after writing the last sentence, passes the paper back to the
first player, who unfolds the paper, and either reads it aloud or passes it to a
volunteer to read aloud.
Notice that the people who are not currently writing can continue to converse,
check their phones, flirt, or anything else that they would normally do when
together. If desired, the paper can go around twice or thrice to make a longer
story, but once is usually the right amount. Often, the story will somehow relate
to a conversation that happens later or will in some way predict future events
cryptically, like an oracle. People are free to interpret it as one would a dream.
Or not; I may just be being silly. Or maybe not.
Examples
I could hear a strange sound and started walking towards it. Then I saw
a giant creature I had never seen before standing in front of me. I did
the natural thing of course, I charged the five-foot tall creature, and hit
it as hard as I could with my sword. It snapped and it started laughing.
This was strange because the source of the sound was not visible. He then
realized it was coming from inside himself. He didn’t even realize he had
an incredible power.
—From eight introverted high-school mathematics students at an advanced math camp

Once upon a time, a little girl named Shae loved her “feisty” dog oh so
much. The dog was a huge yellow lab with one black paw. He had a full
head of hair, a full head of teeth, and a doggie jawline that made all the
lady labs swoon. He was as suave as a lab could be. And so he got to move
to the elite Land of Suave Puppies, and enjoy as many dog bones as he
wanted forever.
—From “Pizza with a Prof ” lunch for college students

Gato the cat went for a walk one day. On the walk, he met another
cat named George. Together, they frolicked amongst dandelion fields,
dreaming of tuna & fresh basil leaves. They dreamed at night together of
rainbows and fairies. Their dreams brought them great happiness and joy
and they lived happily ever after.
—From two families at a Mexican Restaurant
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Variants
Like many of the games in this book, Exquisite Corpse can be played “in
parallel.” Every person at the table starts a story on their own paper, all the
papers are passed at once. At the end there will be plenty of new stories to enjoy.
Debbie Klausen adds the rule that every other line must rhyme with its
predecessor. Try doing this, and then singing the final product enthusiastically.
Don’t underestimate the amazingness of this simple activity. A real, physical,
piece of literature is now at your table, created by all of you, or none of you,
depending on how you look at it. If any one of you were not there, the result
would be different.
Nobody is replaceable, everyone makes a difference.
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EXQUISITE
CORPSE
// Drawing

An all-ages art game!

Level One
Drawing, Light Storytelling

The Surrealists moved from a text-based game
to a drawing game and didn’t change the name
because that is how they rolled. This game is the
one people are most likely to have played.
Some will say cynical things because it is always
cool to be cynical but look at the smile at the
corners of their eyes. Most people don’t get to
draw unless they are really good at it, and people
rarely get to draw with other people.
The collaborative nature of drawing games takes
personal responsibility away, and everyone has
a good time. Don’t be surprised if people want
to photograph the final pictures. The final step
of this version came from a session hosted by
Stephanie Brown.
Adapted from André Breton
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Everyone gets a piece of paper. People fold their paper into
thirds to make creases, and then unfold their paper so it looks
like this.

Everyone draws the head of a figure, extending the neck lines a
little below the fold. Then they fold the paper back.
They then pass to the right. Or to the left. Or to someone else.

They draw a torso, extending the leg lines a little down, with
the same time constraints, and pass again.
You know what’s coming next.
Pass a final time.
Then you all take turns around the table. When it is your turn,
you unfold the picture so only you see it. After a few seconds,
you turn it around, take a deep breath, and in a sentence or
two, tell everyone about the creature depicted
The story cannot take longer than that one breath.

This is Mary Sullivan, whose mother loved music
so much that she married her stereo, and whose
pregnancy was unexpected, but she decided to
keep the baby.

24
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Example One
From a workshop with college
students.
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Example Two
From “Pizza with a Prof ” lunch with
college students.
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Example Three
From a workshop at The Space.

Example Four
From a different workshop at
The Space.
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Variants
The Surrealists divided their paper into four sections: head, torso, legs, feet. Feel
free to try it that way! If you have a mix of perfectionists who feel they have
to take a long time to get their pictures “right” and insecure artists who take
five seconds to avoid having to take the responsibility for trying, you might try
having everyone work on their piece for a fixed time period you set. People
must draw the whole time, adding details and backgrounds until “time” is called.
If you play this game several times in a row, people tend to get delightfully
creative and silly, as the “obvious” ideas get taken. Another nice thing about it –
all ages can participate.
Art is good.
Which of these characters would you least like to / most like to date? Which of
these characters would be the most welcome at your next birthday party? Etc.
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PICTURES &
PHRASES

Words and pictures frolicking
together

Level One
Category: Writing, Drawing

I don’t remember learning this game, but I’m sure
it wasn’t knowledge I was born with.
Maybe it was.
Maybe you were born with it, too, and I’m not
explaining anything, just reminding. That is
possible. All is possible. Nah, I knew that was silly
as I was typing it.
Where was I?
Oh, the GAME.
Yes. I really like this one, it may be my favorite.
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Player One writes a favorite song lyric[*] on the top of a piece of paper
and passes it to the right. Player Two now draws a picture under the lyric,
illustrating it.
Player Two may ask you questions like, “Do I have to illustrate every part of it?”
“How literal do I have to be?” Avoid answering these questions. Player Two has
the answers within him.
Player Two folds the paper back, so only the picture can be seen. He passes
the page to Player Three. Player Three now writes a phrase or a sentence that
describes the picture.
Player Three may ask you questions like, “Does it have to be a song lyric?” “Do
I have to include everything?” “Did you make this up?” Your answers to these
questions should be “No” “Yes” and “No”.
Player Three does not have the answers within him.
Continue the process. If there is an odd number of people, it may go around
a second time, with the writers now drawing and the drawers now writing. If
there is an even number of people, you can send it around again, with someone
graciously delaying their turn to make the parity work out.
When it is done, pass the final product around, a final lap, a victory lap for a
piece of Art.
Variant
As in Exquisite Corpse (sentence level), conversation and socializing will take
place as the paper moves. Pictures and Phrases can also be played in parallel,
where everyone starts with a piece of paper, and all are passed in water-balletlike synchronization.
Most of the games in this book result in familiar forms of art: written texts,
drawings, stories. This game produces something different, a wonderful
wandering interplay of words and pictures that is a delight to help create.

* This could be any sentence or phrase. I like to use a song lyric because they usually come
loaded with imagery or emotion.
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From a Friday evening happy hour
“Excuse me while I kiss the sky” “A hat and its evil twin pointed at a cloud one sunny day”
“The ladies of the purple hat society decided it was a hot day and perfect to go
skinny dipping”

From “Pizza with a Prof ” lunch with college students
“I bless the rains down in Africa” “Africa is about to experience a major catastrophic
storm” “Sad jellyfish has a dark orange shadow.”
35

From “Pizza with a Prof ” lunch with college students
“Hey, I just met you, and this is crazy, but here’s my number, so call me, maybe” “You’re
cute. Here’s my number.” “Shooting numbers at an unsuspecting civilian with a hat.”

From a luncheon
“I went to a party last Saturday Night, I didn’t get laid, I got in a fight.” “Two men meet,
one dances with the other’s girlfriend, and fighting ensues.” My son listened to rock and
roll and now he is dead from his tomfoolery!”
36
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STORY
SPINE
// Whimsical Version

Collaborative storytelling with
a can’t-miss structure!

Level One
Category: Storytelling

Kenn Adams observed that many stories have
this structure at their core, or “spine.” It’s a great
way to get collaborative oral storytelling off and
running.
The Story Spine adores you and will not let you
down. If you have a table full of people who love
to tell tales, here’s a way you can all improvise
one together!
Additional materials:
The story spine table, either physical or displayed
on a device. (Available on the website www.
socialnonsensegames.com/extras)
Adapted from Kenn Adams
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THE STORY SPINE

STRUCTURE

FUNCTION

Once upon a time...

Beginning

The world of the story
is introduced, and the
main character’s routine is
established.

But one day...

The Event

The main character breaks
the routine.

Because of that...

Middle

There are dire consequences
for having broken the
routine. It is unclear if the
main character will come
out all right in the end.

Until finally...

The Climax

The main character
embarks on success or
failure.

And ever since then...

End

The main character
succeeds or fails, and a new
routine is established.

And every day...

And because of that...
And because of that...

There’s a PDF on the website at www.socialnonsensegames.com/extras

Show this table to your group, or if you like, just the first column. This will be
the structure of the story you are telling out loud. Player One starts with “Once
upon a time, there was a …” and introduces the main character.
Play proceeds around the table, each person delivering the next line according
to the spine. (For the middle part, players can “And because of that” as much as
they like until someone feels it’s time to deliver the “Until finally” line.)
If people tend to freeze up trying to come up with a first line, you can do it, or
communally come up with one for the first player to deliver. The idea is not to
worry about being too “creative” – just relax and state your line. Maybe toast at
the end, if you have glasses to clink. If someone is critical of someone else’s line,
remind them that that isn’t what this game is about.
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People love stories. In general, collaborative storytelling can go off the rails,
as people introduce things out of left field to be “clever,” or freeze up because
they are overplanning. The beauty of this structure is it teaches the idea that a
wonderful story can come from just “taking the next logical step,” which, when
you think about it, is a good way to live a mindful life.
We will revisit this game later.
Examples
Once upon a time, there was a professional boxer. And every day, he would
punch a random person in the arm, to stay in practice. But one day, he punched
someone who hit him back twice as hard. And because of that, he learned to
see things from the perspective of the punched. And because of that, he didn’t
like hitting people any more. And because of that, he gave up boxing to be a
masseuse. And because of that, he met another masseuse and they got married.
Until finally he and his wife opened their own studio. And ever since then, he
and his wife have been giving massages to people, albeit sometimes extremely
firm ones.
—Friends drinking wine
Once upon a time Sophie decided she wanted to go to summer camp. And
every day poor little Sophie’s parents would be against summer camp because
their parents had such bad experiences as children. But one day Sophie had a
new plan, and her new plan was to talk to her parents who unbeknownst to
her had given away her twin at birth. Because of that Sophie always felt there
was something missing in her life. And because of that she tried to block
that feeling out with drugs and alcohol. And because of that she ended up
at summer rehab camp. Until finally she cleaned herself up but didn’t go to
summer camp. Ever since then her parents have been pro summer camp.
—Professors at a conference
Once upon a time there was a puppy who was very sad. And every day he sat
in front of the patio door and went [whimpering noises]. But one day the
schoolbus came and dropped off hundreds of children. And because of that one
little boy who had been lonely for a friend found a dog that was also sad. And
because of that the two moved to Vienna and started a dog rescue. And because
of that hundreds and thousands of dogs found new homes. Until finally there
were not lonely puppies to be found. And ever since then we’ve had Vienna
sausages.
—Group of friends, old and new, having lunch at Panera
41

EXQUISITE
CORPSE
// Word Level

Great game for introverts

Level One
Category: Writing

I remember getting a book called “Mad Libs” by
Leonard Stern and Roger Price when I was little,
and I thought it was the funniest thing ever.
My brothers, sister, and I would call out nouns,
verbs, and adjectives for my mom to write down,
and then she’d read a hilarious bit of writing that
we helped generate!
And I could get my mother to say the word
“poop” out loud, which was a bonus.
Adapted from André Breton
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Leonard Stern invented Mad Libs in 1958, but André Breton’s creation
predates him by over thirty years! I didn’t care about that sentence as I wrote it.
It is delightful to bring words together in this way, no matter who and where
the idea originated.
A sentence will be created with the following structure:

Player One writes “The [adjective]” on the top of a piece of paper, folds it over,
and passes to Player Two.
Player Two writes her noun, without seeing the adjective in front of it. She folds
the paper, and passes to Player Three for a verb, and it goes on.
The verb can be in any tense, even verbs like “shall drink” are allowed. When all
six lines are filled in, someone reads them all aloud.
If the sentences tended to be prosaic, feel free to encourage players to stretch –
to use the most grand, or silly, or evocative, or unusual words they know. Minor
grammar/tense changes are permissible when reading the results.

Examples
• The Senegal oyster will eat the tricolor bread.
—original Surrealists
• The daunting cataract ominously giggles at the pallid parachute.
• The shiny mouse suspiciously suffocated the angry rose.
• The luminescent puppy unbelievably danced the softened horse.
—various workshops
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Variants
As always, this can be played in parallel, with each player starting with a piece
of paper, and all passing at once. You may choose to abandon the fixed sentence
structure (in which case players should be able to see the previous word).
Another fun thing is to have players illustrate the sentences after they have been
completed.
A single sentence – a single image – created by all of you and none of you.
There’s power in a single image. What would happen if you all closed your eyes
and focused on it for 30 seconds? Would you notice related things in your real
lives the next day? Confirmation bias? Or the universe delivering to you what
you summoned?
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QUESTIONS

Unexpected answers to
unexpected queries

Level One
Category: Writing

This game is the simplest, fastest, and least risky
of the ones in this book. It requires a group of
people who find Dadaist results delightful.
Additional materials:
Index cards (optional)
Adapted from Alastair Brotchie and Mel Gooding
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Everyone takes a sheet of paper (or an index card if you happen to be in an
index card rich environment) and writes a question that does not have a yes-orno answer. They now turn their paper over, so the question is on the back. Pass
the papers, so everyone is holding a piece of paper with an unseen question on
the back. They now write an answer. Pass once more. The players now, in turn,
share the question on their paper, and its answer.
Examples
• What is the saddest thing?
… Magenta.
• If you were a dog breed, what would you be?
… It’s largely dependent on the local spider population.
—From a Friday evening happy hour
• Why do people love things that are bad for them?
… Because people like to be perceived that way.
• Is the Universe by Design?
… Not always, but when the moon is exactly right in the sky, then
absolutely!
—From a workshop at The Space
• Where is Waldo?
… Under the stairs behind the dead body.
• Why is Bohemian Rhapsody so long?
… Because people are simultaneously too sensitive and not sensitive
enough.
—From another Friday evening happy hour
Variants
You can add the rule that the person who writes the question turns the paper
over, and then writes the first word of the question on the upper-right hand
corner of the card, to give some minimal guidance to the answer writer.
Alternatively, you can constrain the scope of the questions by stipulating that
they must begin with a specific word such as “how,” “why,” or “what.” You can
combine this game with Exquisite Corpse (Word Level), where the questions are
generated with no constraints, and their answers are generated a word at a time,
according to a format like “The [adjective] [noun] that [verb] [adverb].”
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A graduate student from Zimbabwe, Taps, happened upon us during a
workshop and joined us and suggested that after the questions and answers
were read, we should pick a question or two and go around the table, answering
it as honestly as possible.
The sudden change from nonsense to sincerity was liberating and caused the
whole group to become closer. It probably would not have worked had we
known ahead of time we might have to answer the questions we were writing,
so as a certified Social Nonsense facilitator/celebrant this is a step to keep in
mind, even if you don’t announce it ahead of time.
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FOREIGN
POET

Two-player game that favors
the bold

Level Two
Category: Storytelling

If people commit, this game is much easier than
it looks. Two people will be speaking, and the
other players will serve as the audience.
Audience members should be urged to
appreciate the performance earnestly and
pretentiously, as if they are at a very high-class
poetry reading taking place at Stonehenge or
a famous exclusive Manhattan bordello or an
equally pompous Poetry Spot.
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Player One is the famous poet. The poet is known throughout the poetry world,
and you are very lucky she is at the table with you and willing to grace you with
some of her poetry. She speaks no English. Player Two is her translator.
So the rhythm will go: Player One performs a line in gibberish, and then Player
Two translates. This works best if each player gives the other something to
work with. The Poet’s lines should be delivered with great gibberish feeling and
emotion. The translator’s translation should match the length, emotion, and
body language.
There will be a temptation for the translator to get a laugh by contradicting
Player One's intent, by translating a long line into “I ate” or a sad line into “I
was happy.” Avoid this – it isn’t about going for the laugh. The Poet’s second
line should be affected by what meaning the translator gave her first line, etc.

Example
• En shtucken der un trondheim bach
… I stuck my hand into some brambles
• On toch! Min ter balanth cobertikhan!
… My hand! As bleeding as my soul!
• Eckeneken misch tachamacha.
… I wept but not for the pain
• Melinshta, me termenka
… But for memories long gone
• Modenplatz der oggenboggenbiddenbah
… Watching you play a xylophone
• Ennnnntebela! Messen entelweeden.
… So sweet! Like a blade of grass
• Boden pah me diggenwah
… I planted grass upon your grave
• Pelldeemeh en kettledeerach
… And now only brambles grow
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Variants
In Foreign Movie, several players have a conversation, each player having a
different translator. You can also do Foreign Campaign Speech, commercial for
a strange product, or any other sort of discourse.
When this works, and it will, to whom do you instinctively give the credit? Do
you want to congratulate the poet, or the translator? Who do the performers
believe deserves the handshake? To what extent should we give credit to the
environment we are in?
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ONE WORD
STORY

Improv storytelling classic

Level One
Category: Storytelling

I will often use this as a warm-up when I’m
working with a group of students, regardless of
the subject.
It is a way of experiencing an act of creation in
which the entire group feels like “the” author.
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The players tell a story One. Word. At. A. Time.
You can guide them by suggesting the story will begin with “Once Upon a
Time.” Remind the players that sentences end; you can always start a new
sentence if the previous one finished.
This game works best if nobody tries to be clever or funny – you aren’t going to
get a big laugh with one word – just try to continue the story the best you can.
Examples
Once upon a time Bob the builder went to the store. He bought several
hammers and plucked an eye out of his doll.
Once upon a time the little chicken saw a bigger chicken that laughed at
him. Farmer Bob went home with the little chicken.
—From a break at a long meeting
Some people will search forever for the “perfect” word and hurt the flow of the
sentence. Some others will want to shine, and find it hard to say “the” or “in”
when they could say “thrombosis” or “harpsichord.” When it is working well,
you will feel the sentences of your story flowing through your heads, and you
are just vocalizing the next word that has to be there.
Variants
You can do One Word Complaint Letter, or One Word Breakup, or One Word
Editorial, or One Word Confession, or any other type of communication!
The big question, especially when the result is amazing: “Who really wrote the
story?”
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Fun Page!
I don’t know what this page is for. I had a strong urge to put it in, so I did. This
is the Fun Page. Do with it as you will.
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OPPOSITES

Explores ways we create
contrast

Level Two
Category: Writing

Do you enjoy a creative mental challenge?
Are you someone else’s creative mental challenge?
Adapted from Alastair Brotchie and Mel Gooding
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Player One writes a sentence. Player Two writes down the complete opposite, at
the word or phrase level, or even broader.
“My mother loves me” can be transformed into:
• Your father hates you (Word level)
• John Wayne Gacy murders everyone but me (Phrase level)
• Strangers pass by me like I don’t even exist (Whole sentence level)
Player Two folds the paper so that only his sentence shows, passes to Player
Three, and we go all the way around.
Players should feel free to play as concretely or abstractly as they like, and can
vary how they interpret the rules even within the same sentence.
Interpret the final product as a poem, and have a player read it aloud with
that in mind. Don’t overdo the “slam poetry satire” – you are in public and
slam poetry parodies are old. Share sincerely. Believe in it as you read it. Make
yourself believe, and everyone will laugh and love it.
Variants
Instead of reading the whole thing as a poem, just read the first and last lines
aloud. And, of course, this game can be played in parallel.
Example
• Start:
… Look for a while at the China Cat sunflower.
• End:
… Steely Dan, under and far away, paying close attention to the green
thorns of New York City.
We often define things in our own mind by what they are not. We’ve all seen
many examples of binary thinking. Are you an introvert or an extrovert? Are
you a theist or an atheist? Paper or plastic? But this game shows us that we
don’t all think about contrast the same way. What’s the opposite of freedom? Of
a Republican? Of chocolate? What’s the opposite of you?
In addition to bringing a new poem into the world, you will learn about each
other as you play. Good things.
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ESSENCE
OF A
DRAWING

Discover the heart of a picture

Level Two
Category: Drawing

Players should be comfortable with drawing for
two minutes, trying their best, without irony.
If your friends are natural drawers or doodlers,
then this is an easy activity. If not, then it will be a
good stretch.
Adapted from Lynda Barry
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Everyone has a piece of paper and folds it twice to divide it into four rectangles.
Players are given a subject for a drawing, and draw for two minutes in the top
left rectangle.
They cannot stop before the two minutes are over. They may find it helpful if
you alert them when they have one minute left, and thirty seconds left.
This picture is called the Base Picture.
Papers are passed. Each player now has a new Base Picture to work from.
Players draw a copy of their Base Picture into the top right rectangle. They only
have one minute to draw the copy.
Give them a warning at the 30 second mark. If they finish copying it completely
before the minute is over, they can stop when they are done. Papers are passed
again. Now they copy the Base Picture on their new paper into the bottom left
space, and only have 30 seconds to draw it.
The process is repeated once more; and this time they have to copy the Base
Picture into the bottom right space in only ten seconds.
After everyone is finished, people may feel like discussing the pictures – are you
able to get the essence of a two minute picture in only ten seconds? Which ten
second pictures worked best?
Variants
Instead of each picture being a copy of the Base Picture, have each picture be a
copy of the previous one.
Another variant is to eliminate the passing step (this is how Lynda Barry
does it). I suppose that’s going against the spirit of this book. But the result
is interesting, and leads to a nice question: How was the experience different
when people did not pass? Do you prefer to distill the work of others or your
own?
How much can we convey in a ten second picture? How much can we convey in
a ten second interaction? Or in ten seconds of eye contact?
Do you tend to look at the product of this activity as four individual pictures, or
do you look at it as a single piece of art?
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Examples
From a 13-year-old and her dad.
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BACKSTORY

Socially acceptable taletelling mischief

Level Two
Category: Storytelling

This is a great “in” for allowing peoples’
storytelling imaginations to run wild and has the
extra fun factor of being “naughty” because you
are making fun of strangers.
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Players take a few minutes to observe the people around them. When the time
is right, they take turns telling stories about the strangers they’re observing.
Stories should be wild, tragic, or scandalous.
Examples
That Dad over there is ashamed, because HIS Dad took him to Village Inn as
a boy, and when it was time to order, all he wanted to order was human beings.
Kind of as a joke, but mostly to see what would happen. And then he got older
and became curious what human flesh would taste like. But he didn’t allow
himself to think this stuff, and now he’s looking at his son and wondering if his
son is also like that.
The guy in the tie is only visiting Cedar Falls. He has a secret family in Ohio,
and one in Missouri, and he comes here to be in a place where he hasn’t married
anyone. [Someone else] Yet! [Everyone laughs] [Original person] Yet. He’s
kind of looking at that lady in the hat, though. Is she single?
The lady with the laptop doesn’t care about what she’s writing, but she’s
obsessed with electricity. She believes that by keeping her laptop plugged in,
she is doing her part to keep oil prices high, which is good for her home state
of Texas. [Someone else chimes in] She’s been away from Texas for a very long
time, and she does all kinds of things to help her feel like a Texan. [Original
person] Yeah, she orders large drinks at the 7-11 so she can think “Texas sized”
to herself.
—Breakfast at Village Inn
Variants
The storytellers can choose not to reveal who the subject of their story is, and
the other players have to guess. Another variant is to have everyone tell stories
about the same person or group.
Here are two contrasting ways to view what’s going on at a deep level:
(1) We survive day-to-day by letting ourselves forget that every person we
see is the protagonist of their own story, with an inner life as valid as our
own. Games like this remind us that everyone is the star of their own tale.
(2) It is always fun to make fun of people.
Are either of these valid? Are they necessarily in opposition?
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MODERN
DICTIONARY

Classic creative definition
game

Level Two
Category: Writing

This game will foster a joyful “shout it out” sort of
collaboration among players.
Modern Dictionary can be continued from session
to session, and you can build a large dictionary
over time.
Adapted from Uri Lifshitz, Douglas Adams and John Lloyd
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Examples: Version One
Acupuncture Cornflakes:
Iowans who culturally appropriate traditional Chinese medicine
Fleece Flute:
That nagging feeling you get right after you sign a contract that you
may have been ripped off
Eyeglasses Worm:
Someone who cleans her glasses as a way of stalling for time when
called on a lie
—From a family picnic
Welder Glass:
The glass you put over your screen at work so your boss can’t see you
watching porn
River Can:
A can that people use to slow down their boats just enough to recover a
lost six-pack, fishing pole, or child
Arm Pecan:
Those huge skin tags that look like cottage cheese turned dark
—From a pre-Dungeons and Dragons game warm-up

Examples: Version Two
Ottumwa:
When you tell someone off angrily and there’s that silence and then
your tummy rumbles
Yarmouth:
Someone who tells the same secret to every friend of his
Woods Hole:
[everyone just laughed]
Fort Worth:
The cost of a fort
—From a pre-Dungeons and Dragons game warm-up
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When we experience an emotion or phenomenon for which there are no words,
it is easy to believe that it is unique to us.
“If other people experienced this, there would be a word for it!”
Giving something a word gives it a kind of reality. When you play this game,
are you bringing new reality into our world?
Version One
Players One and Two shout out a word at the same time. For example,
“teakettle” “windowpane”.
Now players have to come up with definitions for either the new slang term
“teakettle windowpane” or “windowpane teakettle.”
Depending on the extraversion of the group, you can either have people shout
out definitions as they think of them, or go around the circle. The goal is to
come up with definitions that elicit delight or give a label to a common human
experience that has previously been unlabeled.
For example, “Teakettle Windowpane: A strain of LSD marketed to the British
upper-classes.” Or “Windowpane Teakettle: The type of person who makes
whistling noises as soon as a difficult topic becomes clear to him.”
Version Two
Players pick place names at random from Google Maps, Wikipedia, or
wherever the heck. Again, delightful definitions are gathered.
Write down the favorite entries and keep adding to the list in future sessions.
At a later time, artistically inclined friends can illustrate their favorite entries,
and eventually a new dictionary might occur!
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BOOKMARKS

Construct memorable
souvenirs of a get-together

Level Two
Category: Drawing

This is a cooperative drawing game with a nice
constraint. And there’s a surprise at the end!
Additional materials:
Self-laminating pouches, or 5 x 7 index cards
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Everyone gets a piece of paper or index card, and draws a rectangle, about 2” x
7”. It doesn’t have to be exact. Everyone is told that they are going to make a
bookmark in that space.
Players get a minute to draw – they must draw the whole time. Papers are
passed, and then another minute to add to the existing drawing. In this way, the
players build up a drawing that everyone has contributed to.
Keep going until the bookmarks look done. And then, if people are still having
fun, turn the papers over and do the back. After everyone has had a wonderful
time creating bookmarks, you take out a pocket knife or pair of scissors from
your purse, along with some inexpensive self-laminating pouches, and -wow!everyone gets a real bookmark designed by the group! (If you don’t have the
pouches, then they still work as bookmarks!) This activity is extra fun if you
supply colored pens or markers.
Bookmarks are strange: You can have a dozen, and still wind up using an old
cocktail napkin. Or there’s a long book you are reading so so slowly, and you
associate a particular bookmark with that book. They enter and leave your
reading life with a logic all their own. And still, when you take home a nice
laminated bookmark that’s a product of all of you, there’s a particular festive joy
that happens. And even if it winds up in a desk drawer, it is a happy memory in
a desk drawer, ready to be reawakened when the time is right.
Example: Mathematicians at dinner after a conference
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Example: Mother and her two young daughters
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RESTAURANT
BINGO

Rewards observational skills
and insight

Level Two
Category: Storytelling

Observation is a vital part of becoming a master
storyteller. This game is played in two increasingly
challenging rounds. The first round is there to
serve as an example of how to play and can be
omitted with experienced players.
The example card is geared towards a restaurant
location, but it can be modified to wherever you
and your friends happen to be.
Additional materials:
The sample BINGO card and a blank one, either
physical or displayed on a device. (Available at
www.socialnonsensegames.com/extras)
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To start, you will need a sample bingo card, a 4 x 4 grid with column headings.
One appears on the next page. If you don’t have it with you, you can just
describe it and skip to round 2. Or maybe someday there will be an app for this
book with stuff on it like the sample bingo card and online versions of all these
games where you play with an AI and earn badges and stars for doing things.
Probably not though, so show the sample bingo card to people, or print it out,
or describe it.
Round 1
People play as a group on the sample card to get four in a row, or ten total boxes
(your choice). When someone sees one of the things on the card, they point it
out. Players should all agree that it is valid. In case of disputes, remember that
adults work things out.
Round 2
Players create their own cards. You can do one per player, one per team, or the
whole table can fill one in. The example card demonstrates the types of things
that can go in each column, but feel free to interpret the column headings more
broadly, or ignore them entirely. It depends on the energy of your group, and as
a certified Social Nonsense facilitator/celebrant, you get to make this judgment.
A blank card template follows the sample card. Once the cards are made, they
are distributed at random, and off you go!
The fun is both in playing and in making the cards. If a card is particularly
beloved, you can save it for next time, perhaps building a bank of them. Share
your faves with me (instructions on the Share! page at the back of the book) and
perhaps they’ll be included in the next edition!
The invisible walls we often construct are vital to our sense of privacy. We think
of our table in a public place as our space, and can convince ourselves that
nobody sees in, and we don’t see out.
But this is an illusion, and part of mindfulness is being present in the whole
space, recognizing that you are all in one big room with other human beings,
who have their own lives and stories.
To quote the Log Lady in a Japanese Twin Peaks-themed coffee commercial:
“Watch.”
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Here's a bingo card to get you started!
Here are sixteen things to find! You win if you get four in a row! Or ten total.
Owner of the card decides! We are all sharing one card! We ALL win! Or lose.
Point ‘em out as you see ‘em.

CONCRETE
ITEMS

ACTIVITIES

PERCEIVING
HUMANITY

ABSTRACT

Person with a
beard

Someone at your
table makes an
error

Lonely person

Embodiment
of your home
country

Stroller

A baby cries

Couple on first
date

The problem with
kids today

Person who
secretly writes
poetry

A repetitive
motion that
hypnotizes

Person who
would fit in your
group

Activity erotic to
you but nobody
else at table

Red shirt or dress Someone not at
or other top
your table laughs

Funny earrings

Server talks to
one of you
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Here's an example

CONCRETE
ITEMS

ACTIVITIES

PERCEIVING
HUMANITY

ABSTRACT

Clark Kent
glasses

Someone at the
table uses the
letter Q

Cell phone
family

First to die in a
horror movie

Too small
clothes

Someone drops
something

Couple going
to have a fight
tonight

The alternate
history version of
someone at your
table

Laptop

Someone annoys
someone else

A spy

Something
terrifying

Ponytail

Food gets sent
back

A
disappointment
to her parents

Something you
won't be seeing
in five years

—From a dinner for eight, created collaboratively
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Now make your own!

CONCRETE
ITEMS

ACTIVITIES

PERCEIVING
HUMANITY

ABSTRACT
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BLINDFOLDED
OBJECT

Practice describing what
you feel

Level Two
Category: Writing

This game requires a bit of commitment. Two
players will have their eyes closed. The mindset
should not be “These two people are playing, and
we are watching them play.”
It’s more like “These two people are sharing a bit
of performance art, and we are experiencing it
and are part of it simultaneously.”
Adapted from Alastair Brotchie and Mel Gooding
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Players One and Two close their eyes. Player One is given an object. She doesn’t
try to guess what the object is, but instead describes it aloud, based on her sense
of touch. (Or her other senses as well, if she is so inclined) If she thinks she
knows what it is, she does not reveal that information - all she does is describe.
The other players are silent. Player Two has to guess what the object is.
Example
“Okay so its prickly, but it’s smooth at the same time. And then there’s some…
tails. There’s a tail at the end. There’s two tails. And they’re like, they’re bendable.
And then there’s a smooth part, it’s like a stick. The moment I felt it I knew
what it was right away.” “A mouse?” “No, smaller than a mouse. The tails are
like… connected.”
—It was a microchip with two wires coming out and a USB port. The guesser never got it.

The Surrealists did this a little differently. One player was blindfolded, and the
other was out of the room. The blindfolded player’s description was written
down, and then the other player was called in and given the written description.
You and your friends may have played games like this when you were in
elementary school. Now you’re adults. But the value of this activity doesn’t
change.
Remove the visual shorthand and think about shape, texture, weight, etc.
Objects exist in space without humans to give them meaning.
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PORTKEY

// Original Version

Storytelling that goes in
unexpected directions

Level Two
Category: Storytelling

In Portkey the players take turns at the story
level, not at the sentence or paragraph level.
(The name “portkey” is a Harry Potter reference:
A portkey is an enchanted object that brings
anyone who touches it to a location.)
Created by Matt Smith
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Player One makes eye contact with someone, who names an object. Player One
immediately (before thinking) says, “[Object] brings me to…” and describes a
place from her life that contains the object. The description does not have to
begin with the object, or even mention it.
When Player One is done she throws an object from her description to
someone else, who will be Player Two. “[New object] brings me to…” If a player
draws a blank, another player can help by taking the object instead.
The piece ends when everyone has described a location.
The places and descriptions must be real. The emphasis is on remembering, not
inventing.
Example
“Brick”: Player One described a coffee shop that she and her first husband
opened, after it had been completely flooded.
Then she threw the word…
“Bakery Case”: Player Two described an Italian bakery, which was not the one
her grandfather opened in the United States, but looked like what she imagined
her grandfather wanted his to look like.
She threw the word
“Cookies”: Player Three described making gingerbread men with her daughters
in their kitchen, and the candies that were laid out for them to decorate the
confections with.
She threw the word…
“Toothpicks”: Player Four described his fourth grade classroom, building things
with his friends, and making forts with toothpicks.
He threw the word…
“Forts”: Player Five described, not a specific fort, but the general sunburned
boredom she felt going on road trips with her father, who would stop at every
fort they passed on their travels.
—From friends old and new sharing lunch at Panera

For some reason, I feel like I’m writing in the style of Yoko Ono in Grapefruit
or her sequel, Acorn.
I think it was the sentence, “The piece ends when everyone has described
a location.” But that’s how I feel about Portkey – it is, to me, a piece of
collaborative ephemeral art.
We will revisit this game later.

93

SORTING

Subverts society’s constant
pressure to rank and classify

Level Two
Category: Storytelling

The main rule of this game is: No judging.
Players might find the game challenging towards
the end precisely because they don’t agree with
the previous players’ choices. That’s part of the
fun of the game, and results in them gaining
insights about each other, and themselves.
Additional materials:
Index cards (optional)
Adapted from Alastair Brotchie and Mel Gooding
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Phase One
Each player tears their paper into four pieces (or uses index-cards if they are
there asking to be used), and on each piece writes a different noun (or nounphrase), such as:
• An object
—like “puppies” or “the bit of sediment left when you finish your coffee”
• An emotion
—like “fear” or “that feeling when you realize that it is all your fault”
• A concept
—like “democracy” or “extrinsic motivators for work”
• Anything else, which could be one of the previous three categories,
or not.
Trade with people, so everyone gets four new pieces of paper. It doesn’t matter
what categories a player winds up with – if she gets four concepts or two
emotions and two objects, that’s fine.
Player One places one of the papers in the middle of the table. Player Two
places a paper to its left or its right. Player Three places one either to the left of
them both, the right of them both, or in between. In this manner the players
create an ordered list. The papers are ordered according to this scale:

Total Abomination

Unreserved Approval

Phase Two
The person who placed the paper farthest to the right goes first, and play
proceeds clockwise. Each player gets to pick one paper and ask why it was
placed where it was.
The spirit should be curious inquiry, not a disagreeable challenge. Try not to
question the same person too many times. The answers should be as honest as
comfortable, or perhaps a shade more.
In larger groups, you can reduce the number of papers each player starts with.
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Example (from total abomination to unreserved approval)
• octopus
• peanut butter
• a highly reflective lake
• a corner brownie
• wishfulness
• a well-used apron
• globalism
• marriage
• disappointment
• mitochondria
• loyalty
• pep
—From a family with a young child

Does your friend approve of the smell of a barbecue restaurant more than
Great Britain? What’s your significant other’s stand on the relative status of
cheeseburgers and unexpected eye contact? Would it be interesting to know
why?
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THE BRIDGE

Encourages careful listening
and cooperation

Level Two
Category: Storytelling

This game is best played with six or more people.
They may experience a cool feeling of their egos
going away in service of the greater story.
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One player thinks of the first line of a story, and another thinks of the last,
independently. They recite their lines:
[P1] “Once upon a time, there was a poor woodcutter who loved to
make cider.”
[P2] “And so Thailand had a revolution, and everyone was free.”
The next player now will add a middle line. So the three players recite:
[P1] “Once upon a time, there was a poor woodcutter who loved to
make cider.”
[P3] “The Red Lady threw the bottle against the wall and it broke.”
[P2] “And so Thailand had a revolution, and everyone was free.”
The next player now has a choice as to where his line comes in:
[P1] “Once upon a time, there was a poor woodcutter who loved to
make cider.”
[P3] “The Red Lady threw the bottle against the wall and it broke.”
[P4] “The impoverished citizens saw the cider spreading on the ground
and were inspired.”
[P2] “And so Thailand had a revolution, and everyone was free.”
The goal of the game is, by the end, to bridge the first and last lines flawlessly.
So our example might end like so:
[P1] “Once upon a time, there was a poor woodcutter who loved to
make cider.”
[P5] “A wealthy lady, dressed in red, went to buy some cider from him.”
[P6] “She took a sip of his hard work, and laughed at him when he asked
for her to pay.”
[P3] “The Red Lady threw the bottle against the wall and it broke.”
[P4] “The impoverished citizens saw the cider spreading on the ground
and were inspired.”
[P7] “‘The rich are wasteful! They should be wasted!’ They cried out.”
[P2] “And so Thailand had a revolution, and everyone was free.”
If the group enjoys the final story, have them repeat it once more, this time
singing the lines.
Notice that your group knows only two things: where they are coming from
and where they want to wind up. And this information, these two small bits
of knowledge, are enough, as long as everyone works together. Sit with me
sometime and we will list all the analogies that come to mind.
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AUTOMATIC
WRITING

Demystifies the subconscious
mind

Level Two
Category: Writing, Light Storytelling

Some people use this technique as part of an
exploration of the paranormal. These people refer
to the process as “psychography.”
Some of your friends may find this easy, and
some may find it very difficult.
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Player One takes a pen and paper, and takes a few moments to clear her mind.
When she is ready, she says “ready” and she writes for at least thirty seconds
without stopping.
If she goes for two minutes, then “Time!” is called. The goal is for her to write
quickly enough that she cannot reread what she wrote, or remember what she’s
written.
It does not have to make sense. If she is drawing a blank she should leave a
blank line and start again, using the first object she can see in the room.
When she is done, she passes the paper to another player, who reads it to
everyone, pretending he is the author. Participants can then question him about
the meaning of the piece, and he has to answer as sincerely as he can, without a
trace of irony. Resist the temptation to make the second part of this game jokey.
Examples
Music is the power lint is the instantiation of that power as people who are
not like that become who they are while erstwhile mumbling they dance in a
geometric shape that is neither square nor circle.
Don’t pay the ferryman the Chuck Berry man you dig it I did it the long haired
stereotype was a stockbroker a different kind of stereotype in a monoculture
who glides smooth as an ink leak on a tray of molasses my dad never liked to
eat my pancakes but who doesn’t like a good breakfast when yogurt exists for
the taking of raspberrys in pie and/or ice cre [time]
—Guests at a fiftieth birthday party
Variant
While this could be played in parallel, with everyone writing at once, it works
best to have only one person writing, so her piece receives everyone’s full focus.
Do you believe that this game allows some to contact the spirits of the dead?
What if you didn’t believe it, but pretended that you did, and tried to interpret
the writing in that light? What are the spirits trying to tell you? What inner
truths are being revealed?
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AUTOMATIC
DRAWING

Art from the subconscious

Level Three
Category: Drawing

If you enjoy this game, you are in good company!
Some of Miró’s and Picasso’s works began with this
technique.
Adapted from André Masson and Austin Osman Spare
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This is going to feel more like meditation than deliberately creating art. All
players take a sheet of paper and their pen, and take a couple of deep breaths to
clear their minds.
Then they start making marks on the paper. They do not close their eyes, but
also try not to “make” anything – they should let their hands do what they want.
If a player finds this too challenging, advise him to try with his non-dominant
hand.
You can try with a fixed time limit of your choice, or no time limit. Players
should not stop to think – their pen should be moving at all times.
After the drawings are done, display them all at once. Title them, and then
comment on them as if you all were at an art gallery.
Examples

From a pre-Dungeons and Dragons warm up: “Racing Rowboat”
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From a pre-Dungeons and Dragons warm up: “Psychedelic Magic Show”
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From a pre-Dungeons and Dragons warm up: “Determined Troll”
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How are your works similar? How are they different? Can they be interpreted
as representational? Does art have to be difficult in order to be Art?
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STORY
SPINE,
REVISITED

Can cause unexpected
sincerity and bonding

Level Three
Category: Storytelling

This version of Story Spine requires some
sincerity and vulnerability and can lead to public
emotional intimacy.
Additional materials:
The story spine table, either physical or displayed
on a device. (Available on the website www.
socialnonsensegames.com/extras)
Created by Matt Smith and Kay Ross
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We play exactly like the previous, whimsical, version of Story Spine. The
difference is in the first line. A volunteer at the table shares an actual problem
she is having, such as not knowing whether to leave a job.
You state the first line of the story: “Once upon a time, there was a woman who
didn’t know whether she should leave her job.” You point at the volunteer, who
begins “And every day, she…”
The story proceeds as it did in Story Spine (whimsical version). People shouldn’t
be focused on “solving” the problem; they should just tell the story without
thinking too much.
THE STORY SPINE

STRUCTURE

FUNCTION

Once upon a time...

Beginning

The world of the story
is introduced, and the
main character’s routine is
established.

But one day...

The Event

The main character breaks
the routine.

Because of that...

Middle

There are dire consequences
for having broken the
routine. It is unclear if the
main character will come
out all right in the end.

Until finally...

The Climax

The main character
embarks on success or
failure.

And ever since then...

End

The main character
succeeds or fails, and a new
routine is established.

And every day...

And because of that...
And because of that...

There’s a PDF on the website at www.socialnonsensegames.com/extras
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Examples
Once upon a time there was a boy who was in Minneapolis who had no job and
an apartment he had to pay for. And every day he sat in fear that someone was
going to knock on the door and ask for the rent. But one day his baby boomer
parents told him that all he had to do was pound the pavement and he would
find a job. Because of that he went out and he knocked on the door of the
music store that said “Help Wanted.” And because of that he earned enough
money to buy the most beautiful ukulele in Minneapolis. And because of that
he spent his afternoons practicing the ukulele until he got very very good at it.
And because of that he was evicted for not spending the money on rent. And
because of that he started playing on street corners with a little cup in front
of him. Until finally a bigwig guy from a music company heard him and loved
him. And ever since then he could pay his rent more than adequately.
Once upon a time a woman adopted a dog that was so nervous she would not
even come off the carpet to play. And every day the owner tried to think of new
ways to help the dog have more confidence. But one day the dog saw another
dog at the end of the kitchen on the linoleum. And she so wanted to be by that
other dog. And because of that she stood up and scrunched up the carpet so
it would be pushed towards the linoleum in the kitchen. And because of that
the dog learned how to tear up carpet and destroy housing. And because of
that the carpet and ultimately the furniture were destroyed. Until finally she
couldn’t take it anymore and decided to take the dog to a psychiatrist. And ever
since then she spends every weekend talking to her pet psychic and her pet
psychiatrist.
—From a creativity workshop

This game has an informal coda. After the story is told, ask the volunteer
something like, “What did you think?” Depending on the answer, someone else
will get a turn to be the volunteer, or perhaps the games will stop, and people
will wind up in an important conversation with that first volunteer.
In the story of your life, have you ever felt that you or a different author had
written you into a corner? Did you ever have difficulty imagining what a next
step could possibly be? Did you dare share that feeling with your friends? How
does it feel when that happens? How are things changed afterwards?
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BOGGLE*

Write independently together

Level Three
Category: Writing

This is a game for friends who are comfortable
with sitting down and composing poetry. If
it is emphasized that nobody is expecting
publishable quality tear-in-your-eye poetry,
you may find that your list of friends fitting that
description is broader than you think.
Additional materials:
A Boggle game, either physical or in the form of
an app. (Or you can use a sample board from the
website www.socialnonsensegames.com/extras)
* Boggle ™ is a trademark of the Hasbro corporation.
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How to play
Start Phase One, without necessarily revealing what Phase Two is going to be.
Phase One
Players are presented with a 4 x 4 grid of letters. These can come from a physical
Boggle game, or from any of a myriad of lookalike apps such as Lexica. Some
sample grids appear later in case you want to start out by using one of them.
The group compiles a list of as many words as they can by starting with a letter
in the grid and moving diagonally, horizontally, or vertically, not using a letter
more than once per word. Unlike standard Boggle, words must be five letters
or longer, and players are all adding to the same list. If the board is an easy one,
you can set a three-minute time limit. If the board is harder, you may want to
keep going until everyone gives up.
Phase Two
The players’ words are combined to form a master list. Now everybody
composes a poem using as many of the words as possible. Depending on
peoples’ styles, they can write while socializing, or write in silence. They should
be urged to be brave enough to try their best, as opposed to doing something
jokey or deliberately silly.
Don’t underestimate how difficult that requirement will be for some people.
You can set a time limit (“Writing stops after ten minutes”) or tie the ending to
an event (“Writing stops when the food comes”). It is fine if a poem is finished
before the time limit.
Variants
Big Boggle uses a 5x5 grid. Time limits and grid sizes can be adjusted. The
idea is to come up with a list of interesting words that is neither too long nor
too short. Prose could be used instead of poetry. That will make people more
comfortable, which may or may not be a good thing.
Was it hard to write a poem on demand? Would it have been easier with no
constraints? Did you feel rushed? Did any of the poems touch you? Why?
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Examples
S

O

E
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E
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D

O

D

I

N

T

J

DITTO, ENDOW, HONED,
SHONE, TWEENS, DOWNED,
ENDOWS, TWEED, DENSE,
SHOWN, SNOWSHOE

I
Only tweens
Could endow
A snowshoe
With such meaning
As to engender angst
“Ditto!” I declared
“Here’s its match”
Lifting my sword,
Honed to clear dense growth,
A sword that shone with intent,
I prayed:
“Asphalta, Great One,
Who endows travelers.
With directions,
Lead me to the tweed to slice”
And so I was shown the way
Twix and tween and through
Relief release and renew
—From a facebook group chat
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II
Snowshoe held my hand in his
Dense bright and cold, both Heaven bound
On Earth his hands were furry feet
With magic luck some say endowed
Snowshoe’s soul shone bright and clean
The water dish, the carrots downed
I loved my bunny, feet to feet
I’m blessed to have had him around
—From a facebook group chat
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III
The tweens were all dressed in tweed,
The moon shone through the reeds.
Their leader was dense,
But in his defense,
His belly was endowed with mead.
—From a facebook group chat
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Some Boggle boards, in case you don't have access to a physical game or app—
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FAST FOOD
JOYCE

Warning:
Real danger of unexpected
Literature

Level Four
Category: Writing

A totally awesome game which will result in
everybody’s writing being transformed into a
James Joyce-like Wonderland.
You need a group of people who are comfortable
with writing a paragraph-long story without
handholding.
If they really trust you, don’t mention James
Joyce, and let that be a surprise at the end.
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Phase One
Everyone gets a piece of paper and writes a story on the top half of it. The
number of sentences will be one fewer than the number of people playing.
Depending on the chemistry of the group, you may put a time limit on this, or
you may not.
You don’t want everyone waiting for one person to finish, and you don’t want
anyone spending time being a perfectionist. If that happens, perhaps add the
stipulation that they should try not to stop writing in order to think, that they
should just write their story beginning to end, not worrying about Originality
or Cleverness or Quality.
Phase Two
Pass the papers to the right. Below the story, each player will now rewrite line
one. Their job will be to replace every word or phrase with something with
similar meaning, but richer. The overall sentence may or may not have the same
meaning as the original one, and may not even make sense overall.
If I saw the sentence, “The dog was angry at the cat” I might write “Butchie
screamed horribly in the direction of the singer of Peace Train.” (Butchie was
my dog when I was three years old. That’s what came to mind.)
The paper is passed to the right again, the next player rewrites line two,
and so on. Nobody gets to criticize another’s work. People will interpret
the instructions differently. There will not be consistency in the style of the
sentences.
Phase Three
Fold the papers so that the original versions of the stories are not visible and
pass the papers in such a way that the original authors don’t get their stories
back. Now everyone is looking at the second version of a story. Now, below
version two, every player is going to write version three by him-or herself.
All the sentences.
This time their goal is to replace as many words and phrases as possible with
stronger, more dramatic, or more grandiloquent words or phrases. The word
count may increase dramatically. For example, if I was now looking at “Butchie
screamed horribly in the direction of the singer of Peace Train” I might rewrite
it as, “Butchenald cried out in agony as a monster would roundaboutsways a
sewing machine of Serenity behavioral modification.”
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You can stop here – the final product is passed to the original author, who reads
what his story has become. If people are into it, there can be a “clean up” pass,
where a final rewrite is done. This time, the goal is very light editing, to make
the sentences flow. The example above might become “Butchenald cried out
in agony as a monster would when it finds itself roundaboutsways a sewing
machine created for serenity-style behavioral modification.”
Depending on how many people there are, drafts may require a second sheet of
paper. These stories may wind up being treasured. There is fun in the contrast
between the original and the final versions, but it is also fun to discard all but
the final versions.
Example
Phase One
Once upon a time, in Norway, there was a Viking named Torsan. He traveled
the ocean in his galleon rowed by one hundred men and one lady named
Florence. One day, there appeared a mighty sea monster! Torsan and Florence
slayed the monster and lived happily ever after.
Phase Four
As the bible begins, inside the world of towering cliffs and men that dwarf
them, Cris Carter came back from the dead, yelling, “TORRSAN!” He
traversed between stars in his ship “The Economist,” a galactic cruiser pushed
by the screams of one billion menstruating humans. Time itself was created
from sea creatures as he passed by! Cave people wiped these creatures out of
human memory, holding their life force close to them, in perpetual orgasm.
—Late night, waiting for the pizza to arrive
Think about your own writing. What unnecessary constraints do you put on it?
What “necessary” constraints are actually unnecessary? Playing this game might
free you and your friends from imaginary manacles.
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PORTKEY,
REVISITED
// Narrative Version

This may go beyond breaking
the ice

Level Four
Category: Storytelling

The stakes are higher in this version of Portkey
because players are asked to tell a story in front
of their friends, who gift them with their complete
attention, and are gifted in return with the
currency of emotional honesty.
Adapted from Matt Smith and Rebecca Stockley
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Play proceeds as in the previous version of Portkey. In the original version, an
object brings the player to a location, which is then described. In this version,
the object brings the player to a location, which brings them to a true story.
The story begins with the location, and then consists of a memory that took
place there. If nothing comes to mind, you can free associate words until the
story finds you. “Scissors bring me to grade school which brings me to New
York which brings me to the Statue of Liberty. I was with my grandpa on 9/11,
and there was an image of the Statue of Liberty on TV. They were worried that
that would be next, and I asked Grandpa for a slice of pie. He shuffled with his
old man walk and opened the refrigerator…”
When Player One is done, or embarrassed, he throws an object from his story
to someone else, who will be Player Two.
Whether you set a time limit (and what that limit should be) will depend on
the chemistry/ability of your group. Everyone should get a turn who wants one.
Remind the group of three things:
(1) We are collaboratively creating a collection of stories. You are
contributing to this collection.
(2) All stories must be in the first person and true. That’s a rule of this
game.
(3) A bonus point if you tell a story you’ve never told before – let the
object take you off your well-worn paths.

130

Example
“Frisbee”: Player One told a story about a picnic with some college students he
worked with, where throwing the Frisbee brought back bad memories of gym
class, and how he bonded with a particular student who was experiencing the
same thing.
He threw Player Two the word…
“Beer”: Player Two talked about how she insisted her new home have a fireplace
which turned out not to be operational. College students would come and visit,
and the fireplace was converted to a beer cooler, until the summer heat made it
impractical.
She threw Player Three the word…
“Fireplace”: Player Three was stuck, and Player Four offered to take her turn.
Player Four told about how proud she was, as a girl scout, that she learned to
build a robust fire. She did so in her family’s fireplace, but she didn’t open the
flue, and the fire was too well built to easily put out.
She threw Player Three the word…
“Playing Cards”: Player Three, unstuck, told the story of his roommate in
college who was a big bridge player who insisted on teaching him bridge, even
though there were only two of them and he never got to play an actual game.
He threw Player Five the word…
“Thick Book”: Player Five told about the built-in bookcases in her first home,
and how she saw her father proudly put a set of encyclopedias on them, and
even though she couldn’t yet read, she would look at the pictures.
She threw Player Six the word…
“Salesman”: Player Six associated “salesman” back to encyclopedias, and talked
about his childhood home, and how eagerly his father awaited the delivery of
the next volume, and would ask everyone stupid questions at dinner that they
would have to look up in the new encyclopedia volume.
—From some university faculty members sharing lunch at Panera
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DADA
THEATER

Best game for extroverts

Level Four
Category: Storytelling

The shyness in your group is gone. You like being
together and playing games like these.
So let’s be daring and do a little Dadaist theater!
Created by Nathan Rufo
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Everyone gets a piece of paper and has thirty seconds to write down as many
words as they can. Any words at all: Go for quantity.
Then divide everyone into groups of two to four people. Each group has to
perform a scene of no more than two minutes, and each group can only use
words from its members’ papers.
Give the groups some time to discuss their scene first, perhaps choosing to
write out their lines. Once the scenes are being performed, everyone should stop
planning and give the gift of their full attention.
This is Dada Theater.
The scenes may not wind up making a lot of sense, and that’s fine - that’s part
of the idea. But encourage people to deliver their lines with conviction - that’s
also a part of it. The major part.
Example
PLAYER ONE: Go, Do, Dog, Cat, Hat, Sit, Sat, Love, Hope, Peace, Give,
Send, Sec, Kiss, Huh, Big, Small, Black, White
PLAYER TWO: How, Many, Words, Can, I, Write, In, An, Airport, A,
Lot, Maybe, Not, Be, An, Octopus, Of, Writing, Arms, Almost, Do
PLAYER ONE: [Holds out an imaginary animal] A dog! Almost a dog?
PLAYER TWO: Almost a dog?
PLAYER ONE: A cat. A big, black cat.
PLAYER TWO: A big black cat! I can love a big black cat!
PLAYER ONE: Almost a dog.
PLAYER TWO: Can I kiss a big black cat!
PLAYER ONE: Kiss a lot. Arms!
PLAYER TWO: [Holds out her arms. Receives the animal. Kisses it.
Makes horrified face.] An octopus!
PLAYER ONE: Almost a cat.
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—Former strangers at an airport

Variant
Nathan Rufo doesn’t put a time limit on the scenes but limits them to three
lines long.
When you remove the requirement that your story has to make sense, it may
make you feel a bit lost. But it also can make you feel free. And sometimes the
stories will make sense.
The people acting must commit completely – how does that feel for them?
How does this feel to watch?
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FACILITATING
TIPS!

136

When you wrote your name on the certificate at the beginning of this book, in
addition to destroying its resale value, you became officially qualified to lead any
of our games.
Our games. Feel free to modify them as you see fit. I deliberately didn’t put
facilitating tips at the beginning; my biggest tip is: “Try it.”
This section is for after you’ve tried facilitating, if you want to know some
things that I’ve discovered. As you come up with your own list of things that
work for you, please share them, along with how you’ve modified the games,
and any other thoughts you have. Your fellow certified Social Nonsense
facilitator/celebrants want to read them.
• The rules are not the most important thing. If someone breaks or
misinterprets a rule, but everyone is having a great time, is it that big of a
deal?
• In a similar vein, all time limits mentioned in this book are negotiable.
Modify them at will to make the game work with your friends.

• There are people who compulsively try to be clever. In most of these
games, being “clever” gets in the way. Sometimes it causes people to freeze
because they can’t think of something clever to write, draw, or say. And
in games where sincerity is called for, cleverness is the enemy of sincerity.
Feel free to say, “Stop being clever, just go with the game.”
• Other people won’t stop apologizing. If it gets to be a bit much, point out
that this is meant to be fun and relaxing, and there’s nothing to apologize
for. The goal is not to get these things in an art gallery.
• Some people get critical or judgy during the writing games. Try to gently
nip that in the bud. “You take your turn, let others take theirs. Pass your
paper, and let it go.”
• If people get nervous about their drawing skills, reassure them that some
of the most delightful results in these games come from the worst artists.
• In story games, sometimes people have a difficult time letting go, and
want to overplan or overthink. Point out that these games are structured
to discourage planning, that they should feel like they are not telling the
story, but that the story is moving through them.

• You may sense in your group a need to “debrief ” after you’ve played a bit.
Give in to that impulse if it’s there. You can point out how nobody could
have created these things by themselves, and if a single person wasn’t there,
it would all have turned out differently because of their absence. Everyone
is different, and relates slightly differently to participating in Creative
Nonsense. It’s fun to hear their perspectives.
Have fun! I look forward to hearing from you! (See next section!)
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SHARE!
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Let’s keep in touch!
I want to hear your thoughts about Social Nonsense – what your results have
been, what effect has it had, how you've been using it, all of that. This is a
community, and you are part of it, so we should connect.
• The Hashtag. When you post your creations on social media, please do me
the honor of using #socialnonsense. That way it will be easy for us to find
each other’s thoughts and art.

• The Website. Find me at http://www.socialnonsensegames.com . There
you’ll find PDFs of things like your official certification, blank Restaurant
Bingo cards, etc. You’ll also find information about Social Nonsense events
and meetups, and anything else I can think of or that you suggest. You’ll
also be able to email me from there.
• Facebook: Let's share our Social Nonsense creations, facilitating tips, and
thoughts. We all really want to hear your stories and ideas. Many of the
games you've just read about end with a passing final product around a
table. The Facebook group and page are like a really big table!

• Visiting You. I’d love to come visit and do a Social Nonsense workshop for
you and your organization. You can get details on my website. I love this
stuff, and love to facilitate it.
• The App. This does not exist. Would you like to make it exist? We should
talk.
• Social media—I play around here:

…On the web: www.socialnonsensegames.com
…Email: doug@socialnonsensegames.com
…Twitter: socialnonsense1
…Facebook: @SocialNonsenseGames
…Instagram: socialnonsensegames

139

ABOUT THE
AUTHOR!
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Doug Shaw is a Professor of Mathematics at the
University of Northern Iowa (UNI). Years before that
he was a Systems Engineer at GE in Syracuse, trying to
prevent accidental nuclear war and the fact that you are
still here means that his group did not fail.
He’s facilitated applied improv workshops since 1995 and presented at the
International Applied Improvisation Conference. He’s done workshops for UNI
and other places in Iowa, Illinois, Minnesota and Montreal about teaching,
mathematics, improv, creativity, innovation, and all sorts of things!
Especially Social Nonsense, which he loves so much he wrote a book about it.
He’s waiting to be invited to present in Hawaii, Scotland, or any other place his
family wants to visit.
He has dark eyebrows and has to get his ears waxed periodically.
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ABOUT YOU!

142

You are a certified Social Nonsense facilitator/celebrant, and are
capable of believing, even for just a moment, that we are far more
than what our eyes can see.
Thank you so much for reading this book!
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Stephanie Brown saw me and called out her window, "We're about to play
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